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ABSTRACT

Smells are whimsical creatures. As errant hitchhikers of rides
on air currents, they appear to defy being tied to a location, yet
our nuanced perception of olfactory knowledge is often linked

with place.

My work considers smells as entities and speculates on
their patterns of movement and their interactions. Smell is
under-represented in the Western world. In order to raise
awareness about the value of understanding “smell,” my
research seeks strategies by which we can share and explore
the everyday odours within both local and exotic urban
smellscapes.

This article traces the exploration of global cities through
the noses of local inhabitants, and uses map-making as a
means of communication; whilst also exploring my personal
motivation for undertaking this research.

As a graphic designer, | utilise the design process as a
methodology; each new piece of work is an iteration on a
previous piece.

Smellscape maps use “ex-formation” as a communication
design method to render the seemingly “known” as “un-
known" so as to encourage discussion and dispute over the
possibility of mapping smells and to encourage experiential
learning in situ through personal experience. To sniff is to
know.

KEY WORDS
Smellscape Mapping; Sensory Knowledge; Olfactory
Representation; Ex-formation
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Explanatory postcard
for Scents and Smells
of Paris indicating
original inspiration for
one of 14 smells, 2010.
Participants on a
"virtual derive” around
the Scents and Smells
of Paris, 2010.
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5. Smellscape map of
Edinburgh, 2011.

6. Smellscape map of
Glasgow, 2012.
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and to speculate on geo-located smells;
their crossing points, presences, voids,
trajectories, appearances, disappearances,
emergences. | work towards a visual

voice for smells, a collectively sourced
communicable dataset, and to register smell

as a legitimate way of knowing (Fig. 1).

Geo-located Smell Experiences

Viewed retrospectively, | can cite a series
of olfactory occurrences that led my interest:

- As a teenager, my head positioned half
out of window of our family car travelling to
the south of France, knowing through the
amalgamated scent of heat, tarmac, pine
resin and ocean saltiness that we are nearly
“there;”

- In my thirties, entering a pharmacy in
midwinter Boston and noticing the marked
contrast between zero smell in the cold
street and a distinct American pharmacy
smell;

- As a forty-year old, exiting the wooden
metro carriage on our first day in Buenos
Aires and feeling the confused rush of
multiple, simultaneous sensory stimuli;

- In my forties, arriving in Edinburgh and
being overwhelmed by the visual prowess
of the architecture, curious to uncover
alternative sensory elements of the city with
a distinct sensory presence.

| am interested in what happens when
we temporarily reorient knowing away
from the visual and instead foreground the
olfactory sense as a means of knowing the
world. Together with a life-long fascination
with the multi-faceted nature of maps; their
capacity to make arguments, to conjure
imagined landscapes, to aid exploration, to
be performed, to act as propositions and
to depict narratives through altered angles
of view led me to combine the elusive,
ephemeral, vital phenomena of smell with
the cartographic form. The challenge is to
reconcile the alleged fixity of the map with

a potentially un-mappable smellscape; one
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Amsterdam, 2014.
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evaporating from
Amsterdam’s canal
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that is “non-continuous, fragmentary in
space and episodic in time'.”

My approach to the communication of
smell is guided by a design method known

" that seeks to use the

as “ex-formation
form and the function of information to point
out what we do not know. Simply put, ex-
formation advocates for seeing things in a
new light because, “What moves people’s
hearts, in every case, is the unknown".” My
smellmapping practice encourages people
to rediscover their own cities through the
practice of smellwalking® (Fig. 2) describing

the smells they encounter drawing on a tacit

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

knowledge of the city to crowdsource a map

of olfactory perceptions.

Smellscape Mapping as a Practice

While studying Graphic Design at
Edinburgh College of Art in 2010, | undertoo
a brief to exhibit my research interests
and findings. On the spur of the moment,
following previous works mapping the city’s
neighbourhood textures, | switched from
tactility in design to smell; researching and
making 14 Parisian smells. | exhibited the

fragrances as a virtual derive interactive
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installation, called The Scents and Smells
of Paris accompanied by 14 explanatory
postcards (Fig. 3, 4). As a performative map
installation, the work seemed thoughtful,
evocative and poignant, indicating strong
connections between humans and smells,
moments in time, and physical locations.
As a follow-up to the Paris piece, |
focussed on Edinburgh’s whiffs witnessed
through the noses of a cross-section of the
local population. | considered visualisation
in addition to creating the smells. The title

Smells of Auld Reekie on a Very Breezy Day
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in 2011 (Fig. 5) highlights an early awareness 13, LA—BIS ORI PR
B[R A ERRLE)
HOFTINIR SRR M E
(201528) .

of the temporal problematic that pervades
smellscape mapping. The legend indicates

, 9 .
the results of Harley's” steps of selection, 13. The Smellscape
map of Singapore
thematically mapped

map. Smellmap of Glasgow [Fig. 6) was by perceived smell
duration, 2015.

omission and symbolisation in making the

a deliberate choice for comparison with
Edinburgh. Would two cities, just 60 miles
apart, share a Scottish city smellscape or
reveal distinctive olfactory components when
explored with a similar phenomenological
methodology? The resultant mapping

compares invisible landscapes, showing us
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In ancient Greek
stories, Siren is a

sea creature, whose
beautiful singing made
sailors sail towards
themselves into rocks
or dangerous waters.

something we simply cannot see. Glasgow’s
legend clearly shows it has a distinct
identity from Edinburgh.

As my interest grew so did my
practice; in Newport, RI, USA | explored
the smellscape with locals on bicycles
and on foot iterating smellwalking as a
data collection methodology. | mapped
the dataset to an National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration chart
aesthetic, honouring Newporters’ strong
affiliation with the smell of the ocean (Fig.
7). In New York | reduced the footprint of the
mega city to single representative blocks
and individual and paired smellwalking
provided smelldata for Lower East Side (Fig.
8) and Greenwich Village (Fig. 9). The maps
include a physical background in the map to
provide context for the layer of ephemeral
data; smells resist containment and seek to
escape from the surface to which they are
artificially tethered.

During the 2013 mapping of
Amsterdam’s smells (Fig. 10), the volatile
and evanescent qualities of the smellscape
captivated me to the extent that | decided
the entire smellscape should have a finite
lifespan and so created a moving map
in which the phenomenological layer
disappears completely leaving a physical
topology of the canals in the background
(Fig. 11).

In Pamplona, Spain | pushed the
evanescent model further, treating the
smells as having a collective ephemeral
existence and affording each smell instance
a “life” of its own; one that involves coming
into being, moving in space, and volatilising
to nothingness. Here the cartographic
shape of the city changes constantly as
individual smells become the subject of
the map. Smellwalkers often need to work
swiftly to record the duration and intensity
characteristics onto smellnotes (Fig. 12) of
these whimsical hitchhikers of rides on air
currents.

In June 2015 over 200 participants

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / EXPERIMENTS & PROCESSES

walked the streets of Singapore generating
thousands of individual smellnotes to
commemorate the city’s 50th anniversary.
The summary map (Fig. 13) and a 3D

data physicalisation thematically explore
temporality through smell duration. Map
conventions again ground the humanist
datascape of time, place, people and
smells. The research also explores the
smell rhythms of Singapore and early
indications reveal that day and night
smellscapes have distinct patterns,
particularly with reference to smell

intensity.
Towards Further Smelly Complexity

My research findings indicate that the
city smellscape is far from homogenised;
at a micro level actively-engaged sniffing
humans pick out the smaller, individual,
fleeting odours such as “wheatgrass,”
“dinosaur,” “broccoli / deep dark secrets,”
“perfume on a passer-by” and “metal being
ground.” Whilst common perception is that
we are poor sniffers, we are better than
we think™, generating links between our
personal prior experience and a specific
whiff; as smells of “examinations,” “local
government,” “shattered dreams” and “a
hard life” all testify.

Through leading 100 smellwalks
worldwide, | have seen how the human
capacity to focus on an underused sense
requires agency and concentration. Using a
design methodology that regards the map
as “a tool to experiment with a particular
territory in specific ways in order to reach

"M counters

unforeseen destinations
traditional cartographic paradigms and
in doing so reveals new patterns. To
further the study, | have developed a
smellnote as a digital app for both i0S
and Android (currently in beta testing)
called “Smellscaper” to collect and
collate human-perceived smelldata into

centralised database displaying results
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on a dynamic web basemap. These tools
can enable us to re-explore the world,
uncovering an invisible, magical olfactory
space that exists in, on, and above the earth,
where we can choose to navigate by smell
experiences and simultaneously note their
temporary presence for posterity.

The process of mapping smells occurs
twice; once when walking and again when
reading the map. The visual language of a
smellscape map has a double agency too;
it both acts as recording mechanism for
city smell heritage and is an enticement, its
aesthetics are a lure, a benevolent Siren®
into discovering our known world in an

unknown way... nose-first. LAF

NOTE

Please visit http://sensorymaps.com/ for more information.
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